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festivals 
Abstract 
There is a degree of consensus in the academic literature that innovation is a vital 
source of competitive advantage in tourism. Although some processional aspects of 
innovation have been examined in detail, the process of implementation of 
innovation at an organisational level has been neglected, especially in the tourism 
literature. This paper adopts a relational perspective to examine the implementation 
of innovation within the burgeoning Chinese modern music festivals sector. The 
findings of six detailed case studies show how identity, equality, guanxi, and a range 
of specific contextual factors, influence the development of relationships. These, in 
turn, affect innovation implementation, notably by influencing the acquisition and use 
of knowledge and other resources essential to the process. A conceptual model is 
proposed which explains the complexities of these relationships, their roles in 
innovation implementation, and incorporates mediating factors such as temporality, 
organisational structure, and the reliance upon volunteers found within events.   
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Innovation in tourism has attracted significant academic interest in recent years (e.g. 
Brooker & Joppe, 2014; Carmisón & Monfort-Mir, 2012; Hall & Williams, 2008; 
Hjalager, 2010; Krizaj et al., 2014). This has ranged from research on destination 
and national tourism innovation systems (e.g. Carlisle et al., 2013; Hall, 2009; 
Rodriguez et al., 2014; Weidenfeld, 2013) to explanations for differing levels of 
innovation on various spatial or sub-sectoral scales (e.g. Hjalager, 2015; Sorensen, 
2007; Weidenfeld et al., 2010). Though slow to emerge, there has also been a 
growth in the number of studies reporting research on innovation in commercial 
tourism organisations (e.g. Nieves & Segarra-Ciprés, 2015; Thomas & Wood, 2014, 
2015) and on events and festivals (e.g. Carlsen et al., 2010; Paleo & Wijnberg, 2008; 
Van Limburg, 2008; Yaghmour & Scott, 2009). This paper examines an aspect of 
innovation in an under-research commercial context, namely modern music festivals 
in China. 
Chinese modern music festivals organized by private companies tend to be held in 
large cities where market opportunities make them financially viable.  Smaller cities 
(or counties) also host this genre of festival but they are usually supported financially 
by local government as a means of promoting particular economic and cultural 
visions of places, as happens elsewhere in the world (Getz & Page, 2016; Schilbach, 
2010). Although impossible to quantify precisely, the number of festivals in China 
which adopt a Western format is growing rapidly and their dynamic nature provides 
tourism researchers with numerous examples of managerial, organisational, product 
and process innovations. 
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To date, most commentators have focused upon particular aspects of the innovation 
process, especially those relating to the role of knowledge and knowledge flows (e.g. 
Czernek, 2017; Shaw, 2015; Shaw & Williams, 2009; Thomas, 2012; Williams & 
Shaw, 2011).  There has been little or no research published on the process of 
implementing innovation within organisations allied to tourism, even though there 
have been calls in the innovation literature for this topic to be addressed (e.g. 
Carlborg et al., 2014; Choi & Moon, 2014; Van de Ven et al., 2008).  
Definitions of innovation vary but all note that ‘As long as the idea is perceived as 
new to the people involved, it is an ‘innovative idea’, even though it may appear to 
others to be an ‘imitation’ of something that exists elsewhere’ (Van de Ven et al., 
2008: 9).  The consequences of innovations may, therefore, represent no more than 
modest, or incremental, adaptations to practice (Hjalager, 2002). The implementation 
stage of the innovation process occurs when an innovation is introduced to the 
market, transferred to operating sites or diffused to potential adopters within, or 
external to, an organisation (Van de Ven et al., 2008).  Implementation is, therefore, 
usually defined as the adoption of the innovation by ‘users’ both internally (staff) 
(Van de Ven et al., 2008) or externally (customers or suppliers) (Klein & Sorra, 1996; 
Sawang & Unsworth, 2011). Failure to implement successfully is not only intuitively 
problematic but has been shown to be detrimental to organisations in a variety of 
ways (e.g. Klein et al., 2001; Klein & Knight, 2005; Pfeffer, 1994; Walker et al., 
2002).  Long-standing calls by public policy-makers for greater innovation in tourism 
are not likely to be fulfilled until this neglected but potentially decisive aspect is more 
fully understood. 
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The prominent role  interpersonal relationships play in shaping  business practices 
generally is widely recognized but remains under theorized within the innovation and 
tourism specific literatures (Bornay-Barrachina et al., 2016; Noordin & Karim, 2015; 
Sung and Choi, 2014).  Behavioural issues were identified some time ago by 
commentators such as Mohamed (1995) and the impact of ‘destructive’ conflicts 
have been observed, inter alia, by McAdam (2005).  However, a wider range of 
additional relational factors, such as  the influence of power and hierarchy structures 
within organisations seeking to innovate, have received scant attention, 
notwithstanding their identification (Bruque & Moyano, 2007).  
The aim of the research reported in this paper was to analyze the role of 
interpersonal relationships in the implementation of innovation in modern music 
festivals in China.   This involved the achievement of four objectives; to identify the 
range of interpersonal relationships within Chinese music festivals that affect the 
implementation of innovation; to interpret what influences the development of these 
relationships through the application of social exchange theory; to identify the range 
of outcomes of innovation implementation within these festivals; and to .provide a 
conceptual framework to explain the influences of interpersonal relationships on the 
outcomes of innovation implementation in the festival sector.      
2 CONCEPTUALISING THE IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS 
More than twenty years ago, Klein and Sorra (1996) proposed a model of innovation 
implementation that introduced notions of ‘climate’ and ‘innovation-value fit’. The 
former refers to the extent to which employees perceive that their contribution to a 
specific innovation is expected, supported and rewarded within an organisation. 
Innovation-value fit is defined as ‘the extent to which targeted users perceive that 
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use of the innovation will foster (or, conversely, inhibit) the fulfilment of their values’ 
(Klein & Sorra, 1996: 1063). More recent studies have developed these ideas (e.g. 
Dong et al., 2008; Sawang & Unsworth, 2011) resulting in six key factors that are 
broadly agreed as influencing and shaping the implementation process. These are: 
(1) implementation policies and practices, such as staff training, technology support, 
and a rewards systems; (2) perceptions of the importance of innovation 
implementation within the organisation; (3) the role of managers in fostering cultures 
and working practices conducive to implementation; (4) financial support; (5) the 
existence of a learning environment whereby on-going development leads to 
knowledgeable and motivated staff; and (6) managerial patience, which reflects a 
recognition of the time it takes to implement some innovations (Klein & Knight, 
2005). Many of these are likely to have specific challenges within the time 
constrained, volunteer reliant festival context. 
Several commentators have drawn attention to the centrality of ‘human resources’ to 
effective implementation (e.g. Dooley et al., 2002; Sawang & Unsworth, 2011; 
Starkweather, 2005) and in particular the role of front-line employees (Cadwallader 
et al., 2010; Hausman & Stock, 2003; Van de Ven et al., 1989). Interpersonal 
communication is also highlighted as an enabling factor (Hausman & Stock, 2003; 
Rapert et al., 2002) with socialization among staff encouraging the development of 
shared values (Bruque & Moyano, 2007). Naturally, staff relations may also pose 
problems in terms of implementation as a result of user reluctance. Indeed, this has 
been found to have a greater negative impact on the implementation of innovation 
than technical and administrative problems (Nieves & Segarra-Ciprés, 2015; 
Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2013). It is, therefore, appropriate to explore the extent to 
which the mix of paid workers, volunteers, private and public sector management 
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found in the Chinese music festival sector share values and how these are created 
or otherwise through interpersonal communication. 
The characteristics of particular innovations may also influence their implementation. 
Examples of these include the compatibility between the innovation and the 
company’s existing values and practices; and the adaptability and flexibility of the 
innovation to the local context (Sung & Choi, 2014; Venkatesh et al., 2003). 
Moreover, these characteristics may mediate the influence of individual competence 
and prior experience particularly on users’ interaction with the innovation (Sung & 
Choi, 2014).  
Figure 1 summarizes the literature on a range of factors that have been identified as 
influencing the process of implementing innovations successfully. Clearly, not all 
factors will have the same level of influence. However, it provides a useful starting 
point for investigating the connections between interpersonal relationships and their 
potential mediating effect on factors influencing a festival organisation’s ability to 
implement proposed innovations. 
[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 
The potential longer term effects of approaches to implementing innovations have 
been described by Klein & Sorra (1996). They argue that possible outcomes include 
effective implementation and enhanced organisation performance; effective 
implementation but no enhanced organisation performance; and a failure of 
implementation. Their study, does not, however, define ‘effective implementation’, or 
‘failure of implementation’ and is somewhat imprecise on what would constitute 
enhanced organisational performance.  It is perhaps more useful, therefore, to 
conceptualize potential outcomes along axes of stakeholder satisfaction and the 
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efficiency of implementation. This allows for more nuanced outcomes to be 
considered which offers a useful means of understanding the connection between 
interpersonal relationships and the implementation of innovation.  
The role of inter-personal relationships 
It is widely accepted that inter-personal relationships influence the ability of 
employees to achieve their objectives generally (Hui et al., 2008; Liden et al., 2000; 
Love & Forret, 2008; Seers et al., 1995) and this extends specifically to innovation 
(Erdogan & Liden, 2002; Janssen & Van Yperen, 2004; Liao et al., 2010; Martinaityte 
& Sacramento, 2012; Volmer et al., 2012; Wilson et al., 2010). This study draws 
upon social exchange theory to examine the development of inter-personal 
relationships and how they influence the process of implementing innovations in a 
Chinese festival context. Social exchange theory focuses upon how a relationship is 
developed in terms of exchange rules and norms, exchange resources and 
motivations (Cook & Whitmeyer, 1992; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Foa & Foa, 
1974, 1980; Hui et al., 2008; Lawler & Thye, 1999; Meeker, 1971; Molm, 1994, 2000, 
2003) and is most useful in explaining the development or the basis of a relationship 
in depth (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Love & Forret, 2008). It has already been 
applied successfully in innovation studies (e.g. Liao et al., 2010; Martinaityte & 
Sacramento, 2012; Shalley et al., 2004; Tierney & Farmer, 2002), has been used to 
understand host/tourist relationships (e.g. Coulson & MacLaren, 2014; Paraskevaidis 
& Andriotis, 2017) and within event studies (e.g. Larson, 1997; Larson & Wikström, 
2001; Ziakas & Costa, 2010).  There is little research, as yet, that utilizes social 
exchange theory to explore the interpersonal relationships that influence innovation 
within tourism organisations.  
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Social exchange theory emphasizes actors (individual or organisational), resources 
(material or symbolic), and relationships (direct or indirect, positive or negative) 
(Cook & Whitmeyer, 1992; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Molm, 2003). Key aspects 
of this conceptual framework include exchange rules and norms, motivation, 
resources and exchange relationships.  ‘Rules and norms of exchange are “the 
guidelines” of exchange processes’ (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005: 875) and include 
reciprocity as well as negotiation, rationality, altruism, group gain, status consistency, 
and competition (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Meeker, 1971).  
The cultural setting clearly has an influence on social exchanges and has been the 
subject of investigation by several academics (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Parker, 
1998; Rousseau & Schalk, 2000; Shore & Coyle-Shapiro, 2003). In China, guanxi is 
a culturally specific aspect of interpersonal relationships (Geddie et al., 2005; Li et 
al., 2007; Park & Luo, 2001; Zhang & Zhang, 2006). It may be viewed literally as 
‘connection’, ‘personal relationship networking’ (Li et al., 2007: 116), or ‘interpersonal 
ties’ (Gu et al., 2008: 12). It has also been defined as ‘special personal relationships’ 
(Alston, 1989; Gold, 1985; Hackley & Dong, 2001; Jacobs, 1979, 1982), social 
interactions based on continued or repeated exchanges of valued good or favor 
(Davies, 1995; Gold, 1985; Pye, 1982), or a special relationship developed between 
two actors, in which at least one needs something from the other (Osland, 1990).  
It has been argued that very different types of relationship are developed on the 
basis of guanxi (Fan, 2002). These can be categorized as: family guanxi, which is 
based on family or kinship; helper guanxi, which is usually related to interpersonal 
relationships between friends; and business guanxi, which are personal connections 
established and used by an intermediary. Some scholars sub-divide the latter into 
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‘business people to business people guanxi’ and ‘business people to government 
official guanxi’ (Fan, 2002; Geddie et al., 2005).  Guanxi can, therefore, be 
developed from social exchanges and, in turn, influence their development.  
The impact of guanxi has already been noted in tourism and festival contexts. Li et 
al. (2007), for example, found that guanxi influenced community participation in 
tourism development in China. In the UK, guanxi was found to be influential in the 
organisation of Chinese New Year Festivals (Fu et al., 2014, 2015), and globally in 
the creation of social capital within the Chinese diaspora (Lew & Wong, 2004). 
Other studies have highlighted its impact on the adoption (or not) of CSR policies in 
the Chinese hotel industry (Gu et al., 2013) and the recognition of guanxi as the 
social mechanism in Chinese tourism governance (Zhao and Timothy, 2015). It 
would be remiss, therefore, to study the relationships involved in innovation 
implementation without considering the role of guanxi.  The rules and norms of 
exchange, including guanxi, provide a theoretical basis for understanding how 
interpersonal relationships are developed in social exchanges. Particular rules and 
norms may lead to alternative exchange relationships (illustrated in Figure 2). For 
example, reciprocal exchanges influenced by a folk belief, a moral norm, or 
exchanges complying with altruism or group gain are said to lead, generally, to 
positive interpersonal relationships (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Molm, 2000, 
2003). Unequal negotiated exchanges and exchanges complying with competition, 
however, are more likely to result in negative relationships (Molm, 2003).  
[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE] 
Different cultures tend to apply diverse combinations of exchange rules in social 
activities (Benedict, 1935; Mead, 1937; Meeker, 1971).  In individualistic Western 
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cultures, friendships usually comply with reciprocity and status consistency between 
equals, business relations are perceived as being based on rationality and 
relationships in bureaucracies typically comply with status consistency between 
unequal statuses (Meeker, 1971). Conversely, in Eastern collectivist cultures, 
complying with group gain is more common (Parsons, 1951). In China, where people 
are more oriented towards collectivism (Leung, 1997; Triandis, 1990; Triandis et al., 
1990), they may consider respect, face giving, and interpersonal harmony or 
relationship harmony as most important when developing interpersonal relationships 
(Ding, 1995; Hui et al., 2008; Jehn & Weldon, 1992). Also, influenced by the 
Confucian culture, there is a greater emphasis on harmonious relationships through 
controlling emotions and working cooperatively (Chan, 1963; Hui et al., 2008). Thus, 
it may be assumed that, in China, people are more likely to comply with reciprocity 
as a folk belief or a moral norm, status consistency, or group gain, rather than 
competition in order to cultivate and maintain harmonious interpersonal relationships. 
It is unlikely, therefore, that relationship development and its impact on innovation 
implementation within China will mirror findings in other individualistic cultures.  
Within innovation studies, the application of social exchange theory has identified 
positive associations between constructive leader/member exchanges and the 
generation or implementation of innovations (Liao et al., 2010; Martinaityte & 
Sacramento, 2012; Volmer et al., 2012), as well as between team/member 
exchanges and staff creativity (Liao et al., 2010). Strong leader/member 
relationships encourage the acquisition of essential tangible and intangible resources 
needed in the implementation of individual innovation and the motivation for action 
(Dansereau et al., 1975; Graen & Scandura, 1987; Martinaityte & Sacramento, 2012; 
Wilson et al., 2010).  
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The research reported in the remainder of the paper sought to answer four 
questions: what were the important relationships during the implementation of 
innovations in music festivals? How did these relationships develop? What influence 
did these relationships have on the implementation of innovations in the music 
festivals? What specifically Chinese contextual factors (political, social, or cultural) 
influenced the relationships and the implementation of innovation?  
3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
A qualitative multi-method approach was taken  using the main data gathering tools 
of in-depth semi-structured interviews and participant observation over  a six-month 
time period. 
The six purposively selected music festivals represent a mix of regional and national 
modern music festivals in mainland China including some located in the north, the 
east, the south and the mid-west. The background of each is introduced briefly in 
Table 1 below. In order to maintain confidentiality, the names of the festivals have 
been replaced with case numbers.    
[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 
Table 2 summarizes the methods used in each case study. These consisted of in-
depth semi-structured interviews with key actors, direct observations of the 
environment, activities and participants at the six music festivals, participant 
observation (one of the researchers worked as a staff member or volunteer at each 
festival), observation of participants’ discussions in their online groups, and 
observation of participants’ use of Weibo (similar to Twitter).  Collectively, the 
intention was to gain a balanced perspective of how innovations were implemented, 
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how relationships developed and how they influenced the implementation of 
innovations within these music festivals.   
[INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 
The first phase of data collection consisted of direct and participant observation 
relating to innovation implementation. The descriptive observational data gathered 
were then developed into a narrative account (Saunders et al., 2007) of what 
happened during the implementation stage. This enabled identification of who to 
interview and the preliminary lines of enquiry to pursue. They also served as a 
mechanism for data triangulation. 
The second stage involved interviewing key actors (see Table 3). The chosen 
festivals were found to be rich in innovation implementation data resulting in 128 
interviews. These provided information about the social and organisational context, 
perspectives on various inter-personal relationships (focused on how these affected 
the process of implementation) and the outcomes of innovation implementation.  
[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 
Interviews were conducted face to face, via telephone, or QQ voice call (a Skype-
type platform) in Mandarin or Cantonese dependent upon the preference of the 
participant. The interviews took place during or soon after the festival. The length of 
interview was tailored to the experience of the participant with most lasting 
approximately  one hour and some taking as long as  three hours.  
All audio records of interviews and field notes from the observation were firstly 
transcribed in the original language. A five step process was then followed to 
analyse the transcribed data: data reduction, categorization, ‘unitizing’ data, 
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recognizing relationships between different emerging themes, building up 
interpretations and theory (Guest et al., 2012; Holloway, 1997; Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Saunders et al., 2007). The data were ‘reduced’ by eliminating material that 
did not relate to the research questions. In the categorization process, quotations 
and other content were coded and classified into different themes. Following 
categorization, the data were unitized or clustered to explore the relationships 
between themes. Finally, after clarifying all relationships between themes and 
different groups of evidence (Guest et al., 2012), the data were interpreted to 
address the research questions.  
4 THE IMPLEMENTION OF INNOVATION IN CHINESE MUSIC FESTIVALS 
In total, eleven innovations were identified and discussed with participants. These 
are summarized in Table 4 which gives an overview of the type of innovation, the 
actors involved and the main features of the implementation. Innovations were a 
combination of radical and incremental, encompassing product, process and 
managerial/organisational innovations; all were new to the festival in which they were 
observed.  
[INSERT TABLE 4 HERE] 
The remainder of the paper discusses the implementation outcomes and the 
relationships (and influences on those relationships) that affected them.  
4.1 Innovation Implementation Outcomes 
In order to interpret the data, four potential innovation outcomes were identified. 
When the implementation consumed minimal or expected resources, the 
implementation process was categorized as efficient.  When it consumed additional 
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resources to those planned, it was deemed inefficient. The consequences of the 
innovation in terms of stakeholder satisfaction were classified as minor if limited to 
the innovation itself and major if it affected other parts of the festival. Combining 
these two factors results in the four possible implementation outcomes. For example, 
the outcome ‘satisfied stakeholder and efficient process’ indicates that key 
stakeholders received the expected benefits from the innovation and the process of 
delivering the innovation consumed only the expected resources. The outcome of 
‘satisfied stakeholder and inefficient process’ occurs when stakeholders received the 
expected benefits but the implementation process was not efficient. ‘Dissatisfied 
stakeholder and minor consequence’ indicates that problems occurred during the 
implementation process and this hampered the delivery of expected benefits or value 
to key stakeholders. ‘Dissatisfied stakeholder and major consequence’ indicates that 
problems occurred during the implementation process that affected the benefits to 
stakeholders and caused negative consequences to the innovation as well as to the 
staging of the festival. Table 5 summarizes the implementation outcomes of all 
eleven innovations in the six music festivals and the relationships that influenced 
them.  By way of illustration, the implementation outcome of ‘dissatisfied stakeholder 
and major consequence’ occurred in the implementation of three innovations, i.e. I-
mart (Festival 1), campsite (Festival 2), and campsite (Festival 6). 
 
[INSERT TABLE 5 HERE] 
 
15 
 
4.2 The development of relationships 
Relationships formed an important aspect of participants’ explanations of what made 
for successful and less successful implementation outcomes. It is well documented 
that exchange rules and norms are important influences on relationship development 
(Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Meeker, 1971; Molm, 2000, 2003). In this case, this 
was most conspicuous among volunteers. The particular rules and norms tended to 
emphasize notions of altruism and reciprocity. To a large extent, this confirms the 
Chinese cultural emphasis on altruism as the core value for any volunteering (Earley, 
1989; Yu et al., 2013) and the notion of ‘reciprocal altruism’ identified by 
Paraskevaidis & Andriotis (2017). The following comments from volunteers involved 
in two different innovations illustrate these observations:  
‘I really think that this is a selfless devotion.’  
‘As we were volunteering we would definitely help others when we saw they 
were in need.’  
‘I think, because it was volunteering I was trying my best to do something for 
others. This made me feel very good’. 
Altruism encouraged volunteers to create supportive networks which helped them 
implement several of the innovations. The perceived ‘cost’ of their altruistic exchange 
was low because of the inevitably short-term nature of their engagement with 
festivals. Not surprisingly, altruism was not associated with staff other than 
volunteers. 
Some commentators have argued that the temporary nature of planned events 
means that staff are less familiar with each other, and that this limits the extent to 
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which socio-emotional resources, such as commitment and trust, are exchanged 
(Larson, 1997; Larson & Wikström, 2001). The suggestion is, therefore, that positive 
relationships become more difficult to develop in these contexts (Larson, 1997).  The 
findings of this project suggest that this issue may be mediated by volunteers’ 
altruistic behaviour which, in turn, overcomes the potential lack of staff commitment 
and trust.  
4.3 Exchange resources 
The literature suggests that socio-emotional resources such as love, respect and 
feeling valued are more likely to result in positive and long-term exchange 
relationships than concrete economic resources (e.g. money, goods, information, 
and service) (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Foa & Foa, 1974, 1980; Shore et al., 
2001). This is consistent with the analysis of relationships found within each of the 
six cases studied. For example, the implementation of ‘festival representatives’ (staff 
with the role of running warm-up activities on the stages and helping to promote the 
festival partners) which was introduced as an innovation by Festival 2, involved 
performing on stage as a mutually-reliant group. Comments from participants 
illustrate the importance to them of the socio-emotional resource exchanges that 
evidently went on:  
‘It was the power of affection. I felt if they didn’t care about us or guide us, we 
would be like a bunch of isolated rocks; however, it was because they gave us 
this spiritual support, I felt we were connected together, and then our working 
efficiency was increased.’ 
‘Anyway, it was because of this affection. At the beginning I really wanted to 
quit. Then one night I talked to my supervisor and then I felt that everybody 
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was very concerned about us. If I quit, it would be too irresponsible and too 
bad, so I stayed at the job.’  
Not all relationships were harmonious. The data from music festivals 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 
show that some were characterized by conflict due to the lack of exchange of socio-
emotional resources: 
‘The essential problem is that they did not give us enough respect. This is 
what I think.’  
‘Being a volunteer should mean doing the job with full attention; however, 
because they didn’t fully respect and value us, I felt like I didn’t fully value the 
work and didn’t pay full attention to the work.’  
The provision of material benefits to volunteers influenced how relationships 
developed, tending to result in positive or harmonious relationships. The 
implementation of a new volunteer management system for Festival 5 provides a 
useful illustration. The festival outsourced its recruitment and volunteer management 
function for the first time. As shown below, the benefits provided by having an 
independent professional management organisation in charge of volunteer 
recruitment and management appeared to encourage the development of 
harmonious relationships:  
 ‘At least when we had a break, they had prepared everything for me. Drinks, 
food, were all prepared.’  
‘The manager was quite nice to us, and there were some small benefits, such 
as they got us some drinks or some food, etc. and I felt that was quite 
considerate in every aspect and treated us quite well.’ 
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‘Those traders were quite nice to us volunteers. And they gave all of us a 
small gift.’  
Where these did not exist, there were negative consequences: 
‘We felt like if they could provide us with better equipment, or something in 
material value we would definitely work better.’  
‘It was not my obligation and responsibility to obey you. I did not receive a 
penny from you. I did not get paid to work for you.’   
The conflicted relationships illustrated here became dysfunctional and led to subtle 
actions, such as the withdrawal of goodwill, which subverted the implementation of 
the innovation.  In the case of Festival 1, it also appeared to precipitate a withdrawal 
of voluntary labor (a strike) which also threatened to undermine the innovation.  This, 
albeit extreme case, provides valuable insight and is used to illustrate the dynamics 
of exchange resources also found elsewhere. 
Although the literature suggests that exchanging economic resources is less 
influential than exchanging socio-emotional resources (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 
2005), the findings suggest a more nuanced effect on relationship development. 
Indeed, the boundary between the economic and the socio-emotional appears to be 
less distinct than presented by some and the connection between the two more 
complicated in social exchanges within events that are dependent upon volunteer 
labor. Part of this complexity arises from the unfamiliarity between volunteers 
because of the temporary nature of festival volunteering. In these circumstances, 
socio-emotional exchange resources, such as commitment and trust, have less time 
to develop and, therefore, less time to create positive interpersonal relationships 
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(Larson, 1997; Larson & Wikström, 2001; Ziakas & Costa, 2010). A comment from a 
campsite director on the difficulties caused by having to recruit staff quickly and 
locally illustrates the point:  
‘But I had no choice. I can only recruit most of the staff after arriving at the 
festival host location. I cannot bring temporary staff from home to the host 
city. The cost is too high if I keep them for long-term. I can’t do this’. 
The Chinese socio-cultural context also influences the manner in which relationships 
develop amongst volunteers. Although the literature often draws attention to the 
emphasis given to actions that lead to harmonious relationships within a Chinese 
context (Ding, 1995; Hui et al., 2008; Jehn & Weldon, 1992), as with any broad 
characterization, this runs the danger of stereotyping. The interview data revealed 
the importance of material benefits as a measure of gain and loss for several 
members of the working staff and volunteers during their exchanges. As the 
importance of money and material possessions grows, the importance of socio-
emotional feelings seems to be diminishing (e.g. Lee & Guo, 2008; Li & Wood, 
2016).  
The importance of the Chinese cultural context also appeared to be reflected in how 
research subjects perceived corruption. In the implementation of I-mart (Festival 1), 
there were severe conflicts between the I-mart volunteers and local government 
officers who were responsible for the recruitment and management of the volunteers. 
The findings reveal the disquiet of volunteers:  
‘An officer from the government said that there were indeed outdoor jackets, 
however, they were all handed out to government officers earlier. Those were 
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our outdoor jackets. Each of the government officers got forty outdoor jackets 
(raised voice, angry tone) ’. 
‘The only benefit we had were the outdoor jackets; however the government 
took them from us [raised voice, angry tone]’. 
‘The main thing the government was keen on doing was to take our outdoor 
jackets. They planned it.’ 
The expectation of corruption within officialdom in this context, whether justified or 
not, triggered negative reactions to the local municipal authority. In these 
circumstances, the volunteers were more likely to consider themselves victims of an 
unequal exchange than contributors to a meaningful and innovative project.  
Interpersonal relationships developed on the basis of guanxi (Fan, 2002) were also a 
potential source of conflict within social exchanges. For example, the I-mart manager 
assigned the good positions (stalls) to those traders with whom they had ‘helper’ 
guanxi (i.e. relationships developed between friends (Fan, 2002), and the worse 
positions to other traders with whom they had no guanxi. The evident dissatisfaction 
among a significant component of this constituency threatened the impact of the 
innovation.  
Rather less predictably, guanxi based on friendships also resulted in problems in the 
implementation of I-mart. This was exacerbated when the manager needed to expel 
unauthorized traders from the festival but failed to do so due to guanxi with some of 
them. The unauthorized traders caused problems for the operation of the whole 
festival as well as the implementation of I-mart.  As one of the managers made clear: 
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‘We met a lot of problems in the action of expelling the unauthorized traders. It 
was because many of the unauthorized traders were friends of mine. They 
asked whether it was me who was expelling the unauthorized traders. I said 
yes. Then they said, “So just don’t kick me out”.’  
A sense of reciprocity among actors was an essential feature of positive social 
exchange relationships, notably where volunteers were motivated by notions of 
altruism. This provides further confirmation that exchange rules and norms conflated 
to influence actors’ exchange behaviour and the development of their exchange 
relationships. 
The findings reveal that both exchange rules and norms and exchange resources 
influence the development of relationships within the innovation implementation 
processes. The relationships can be categorized in two ways. Firstly, according to 
whether people ‘got on well with each other’ without obvious conflicts i.e. whether 
relationships were harmonious or conflicted.  Secondly, whether their relationships 
helped them to accomplish their duties or hindered them i.e. whether they were 
functional or dysfunctional (McAdam, 2005). This leads to the identification of four 
types of relationship within this context:  harmonious-functional, harmonious-
dysfunctional, conflicting-dysfunctional, and conflicting-functional.  
The harmonious-dysfunctional relationships shown in the data were mainly 
friendships or those that incorporated significant guanxi. In these cases, harmonious-
dysfunctional relationships tended to make use of their positive friendships or guanxi 
to satisfy their personal purposes rather than to accomplish organisational 
objectives. As one of the traders pointed out: 
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’Those people who had good personal relationships certainly got better 
positions, while those who had normal relationships certainly got appointed 
randomly.’  
Conflicting-dysfunctional relationships were apparent when people did not get on 
well with each other and that relationship hindered the accomplishment of their 
duties. The strike by volunteers at Festival 1 as a result of a breakdown in the 
relationship with management (in implementing the new market) highlights this: 
‘During this year, the volunteers' benefits were worse than in previous years, 
so everybody felt unhappy about this. Then all of us went on strike together.’  
 ‘When it was raining, we had no protection at all. We couldn't work for them 
while getting wet in the rain and work hard. During that time we stayed 
wherever it was warm and dry, somewhere quiet where we could talk, eat, 
drink, and play because nobody cared about us. In this case will we still work 
for them? No way. So we protected ourselves’.  
Conflicting-functional relationships occurred when negative relationships did not 
detrimentally affect their duties. In several cases, conflicting-functional relationships 
tended to create more pressure which in turn led to greater attention to their work, as 
they felt they could not trust or rely on others.  For example, during the I-mart 
innovation implementation the relationship between staff and the electrical sub-
contractors broke down. The I-mart staff lost confidence in the electricity supply 
officers and, therefore, paid closer attention to monitoring their work. Although their 
relationship was conflicted, this resulted in the accomplishment of the task i.e. the 
lighting and electricity in I-mart was set up before I-mart opened to the public. 
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5 THEORIZING THE ROLE OF RELATIONSHIPS ON THE IMPLEMENTATION OF 
INNOVATION IN EVENTS 
This research project has revealed a set of inter-related relational factors that 
influence the ability of organisations to implement proposed innovations in Chinese 
modern music festivals. A conceptual framework (Figure 3) helps explain how these 
are combined processionally to influence innovation implementation outcomes. 
Informed by the premises of social exchange theory and data gathered from the 
specific festival contexts, the upper half of the framework helps explain relationship 
development.  Exchange rules and norms and exchange resources were found to be 
highly influential in actor exchanges.  In practice, their effects were complex with 
some inter-dependency; the impact of resource exchange issues were mediated by 
the exchange rules and norms complied with and, conversely, the exchange rules 
and norms applied within the relationships were affected by the types and amounts 
of resources exchanged.  Nevertheless, the analytical simplification or abstraction is 
useful because it highlights what were empirically dominant themes. 
 
[INSERT FIGURE 3 HERE] 
 
Five factors that influence compliance with particular exchange rules and norms, the 
motivation to exchange resources, and the type and amount of resources exchanged 
were also identified. These were identity, equality, social capital, event context, and 
social-cultural context. In particular, identifying oneself as ‘volunteer’ led to a greater 
emphasis on altruism, which encouraged the development of harmonious 
relationships, and subsequently, enhanced the acquisition and use of resources 
24 
 
during the implementation. Equality, guanxi, the peculiarities of the event and the 
socio-cultural context all influenced the motivation to exchange resources, and the 
type and amount of resources exchanged.    
A positive-negative classification has been widely used to analyse social exchange 
relationships at the workplace (e.g. Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Eisenberger et al., 
1986, 1990; Liao et al., 2010; Martinaityte & Sacramento, 2012; Robinson et al., 
1994; Settoon et al., 1996; Tierney, 1992). However, the findings here indicate that 
relationships within the innovation implementation process are more nuanced than 
this and that the function of a relationship, in terms of helping to achieve tasks in the 
workplace, is also important. The framework illustrates four relationship types as 
identified earlier.  
Expanding the theoretical framework developed in previous studies (e.g. Dong et al., 
2008; Hjalager, 2010; Sawang & Unsworth, 2011), the final section of the framework 
shows how these four relationship types are connected to the outcome of innovation 
implementation by influencing the acquisition, and/or use of knowledge and other 
resources necessary within the implementation process.   
Four types of innovation implementation outcome were observed based on three 
aspects: stakeholder satisfaction, efficiency of process, and level of consequence. 
These are important dimensions because they collectively indicate the value added 
arising from a successful innovation process (Schumpeter, 2000; Tidd & Bessant, 
2009) and are worthy of further discussion in relation to resource utilization. 
A predictable input of knowledge and resources (e.g. time, labor power, and 
materials) is seen as an efficient process of implementation whereas unexpected 
(additional) input indicates an inefficient process. By definition, when key 
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stakeholders are dissatisfied they do not gain the expected benefits of the 
innovation. If the negative consequences are limited to the innovation itself without 
affecting other parts of the festival, they are categorized within the framework as 
minor. When there are consequences to other parts of the festival, they are 
considered major. To illustrate, in one case the problem of unauthorized traders 
affected the entire festival, causing health and safety problems in the festival arena 
and prompting complaints from sponsors. The consequences to stakeholders were, 
therefore, major.  
The way in which the four types of relationships influence the four types of innovation 
implementation outcome is predictably complex. Harmonious and functional 
relationships encourage, but do not guarantee, a successful implementation process. 
Conflicting and dysfunctional relationships inhibit the implementation of innovation 
from being successful but do not necessarily lead to implementation failure. Although 
harmonious and functional relationships have some positive influence on the 
implementation of innovations, conflicting and dysfunctional relationships are, 
generally, found to be more influential.  
Harmonious and functional relationships are important in ensuring the efficient and 
successful use of knowledge and other resources in order to provide what is needed 
for the implementation of an innovation. In this situation, the innovation is 
implemented fully and provides the expected value to innovation adopters or key 
stakeholders. Furthermore, the implementation process is efficient as the resources 
invested in implementing the innovation are within budget. .These conditions were 
exemplified by the case of a complaints center created by Festival 5.  
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Harmonious relationships do not, however, guarantee success. In some cases they 
hamper the implementation of innovations. . This is especially so when harmonious 
relationships are turned into guanxi. These harmonious-dysfunctional relationships 
were seen to negatively affect both the implementation of the innovation (minor 
consequence) and other aspects of the festival (major consequence).  In Festival 1, 
for example, the harmonious relationships between the manager and his 
unauthorized trader friends (guanxi) prevented him from expelling them. This 
resulted in complaints and dissatisfaction amongst official I-mart traders as well as 
causing health and safety problems and damaging sponsorship agreements.   
Conflicting-dysfunctional and conflicting-functional relationships inhibit the actors’ 
willingness, motivation, and efficiency to apply the knowledge and resources they 
possess to the implementation process. Although these conflicting relationships 
inhibit successful implementation, they do not necessarily lead to failure but they do 
create a need for additional resources and, consequently, reduce the efficiency of 
implementation.  
Perhaps surprisingly, it is the conflicting or dysfunctional relationships that are the 
most influential. Although harmonious or functional relationships aid the acquisition 
and use of knowledge and resources essential for implementation, conflicting or 
dysfunctional relationships are ‘out of the ordinary’ and when they occur they have a 
more marked negative effect.  
The implementation of innovation is a complex process that consists of various 
relationships. It is clear that there is a combination of factors influencing the 
development of relationships. Four types have been identified by this study, each 
having a differential impact on the innovation implementation process. As 
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harmonious relationships do not necessarily result in successful implementation, an 
important managerial implication of this study is its highlighting of the need to 
prevent conflict and damaging harmonious but dysfunctional relationships which 
disproportionately hinder innovation implementation.   
6 CONCLUSION 
The tourism and innovation literatures have tended not to problematize the process 
of implementing innovation, paying most attention instead to organisational 
capabilities, innovation systems and processes. The typology of innovation 
implementation developed as a result of the research reported in this paper 
demonstrates the limitations of current theory. Aspects of social exchange theory 
have been shown to be valuable ways of interpreting the development of 
relationships and their consequences for the implementation process. 
The festival context undoubtedly plays a role in the development of relationships 
(Larson & Wikström, 2001; Ziakas & Costa, 2010) and influences the implementation 
of innovations. Innovations are usually implemented by temporary staff or volunteers 
who are less likely to exchange socio-emotional resources such as commitment and 
trust. In such a temporary situation, economic resources can become more important 
in individuals’ social exchanges, and there are fewer opportunities for individuals to 
develop harmonious relationships. In addition, innovations have to be implemented 
within a shorter period and, therefore, staff and volunteers have less time to solve 
any problems caused by conflicting relationships.  
It is important to recognize the importance of the Chinese socio-cultural context. 
Some factors identified in the development of relationships, such as altruism and 
guanxi, are often seen as characteristic or culturally defining values (Dubs, 1951; 
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Horioka, 2010). The identity construction of volunteers is also specific to the Chinese 
context which strongly connects volunteerism with the notion of altruism and portrays 
volunteerism as ‘glorious’ behaviour (Ding, 1999; Earley, 1989; Han, 2009; Jiang, 
2007; Lai et al., 2013; Law & Shek, 2009; Yu et al., 2013; Yuan & Tan, 2011; Zhang 
& Lin, 2008; Zhuang, 2010).  The growing sense of materialism exhibited in some of 
the case studies and documented in the wider literature (Lee & Guo, 2008; Li & 
Wood, 2016), however, suggests that this should not be exaggerated. This has 
implications for how workers (both paid and unpaid) will want to be rewarded for their 
role in the implementation of innovations. 
Most accounts of relationship development using social exchange theory suggest 
that economic resources are less influential than socio-emotional resources in the 
development of positive exchange relationships (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Foa 
& Foa, 1974, 1980; Shore et al., 2001). This study has shown that the boundary 
between economic resources and socio-emotional resources was found to be less 
distinct in that economic resources could replace socio-emotional resources, or have 
the same or similar impact (e.g. exchanging economic resources such as money or 
goods is seen as a form of exchanging respect, a socio-emotional resource, in the 
context studied). The findings also show that a lack of economic resources can 
cause significant conflict between actors and, subsequently, their conflicting 
relationships lead to the failure to implement innovations successfully. It is difficult to 
conclude that socio-emotional resources are more influential than economic 
resources in developing positive relationships because even when people exchange 
socio-emotional resources, the lack of economic resources might also result in a 
negative relationship. In addition, when people do not exchange socio-emotional 
resources, the adequate exchange of economic resources might also result in a 
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positive relationship. This indicates that it is difficult to define the type of exchange 
resources that is better for developing positive relationships at festivals.  
Exchange relationships are often seen as either positive or negative in studies of 
social exchange (Cropanzano & Mitchell, 2005; Eisenberger et al., 2004; Foa & Foa, 
1974, 1980; Molm, 2000, 2003; Shore et al., 2001).  This research provides a more 
nuanced analysis for understanding exchange relationships within certain 
organisational settings. A starting point of using two dimensions (harmonious vs 
conflicting, functional vs dysfunctional) leads to four types of exchange relationship 
within the context of innovation implementation in events.  
The conceptual framework developed in this paper reveals the complex manner in 
which relationships impact upon plans to innovate and enriches understanding of 
innovation by developing a categorization of interpersonal relationships that affect 
the implementation of innovation.  This provides researchers with a valuable 
approach to examining related aspects of the innovation process as well as the 
implementation of innovation in contrasting contexts.   
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Figure 1 Factors considered relevant to the successful implementation of innovation 
 
Sources : Axtell et al. (2000), Cadwallader et al. (2010), Choi & Moon (2014),  Hausman & Stock 
(2003),  Hamdani & Wirawan (2012), Hjalager (2010), Klein & Knight (2005), Klein & Sorra (1996), 
Klein et al. (2001), Matta et al. (2012), McAdam (2005), McAdam et al. (2010), Mohamed (1995), 
Mortara & Minshall (2011), Pennings & Harianto (1992), Rapert et al. (2002), Repenning & Sterman 
(2002), Sawang & Unsworth (2011), Simpson & Flynn (2007), Sung & Choi (2014), Tidd & Bessant 
(2009), Van de Ven et al. (1989), Van de Vrande et al. (2009), Van der Panne et al. (2003).  
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Figure 2 Illustration of how different rules and norms of social exchange affect exchange 
relationships  
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Adopted from: Chan (1963), Cropanzano & Mitchell (2005), Hui et al. (2008), Meeker (1971), 
Molm (2000, 2003)  
Table 1 Overview of the six music festivals 
 
 Level  Location Organisational structure 
Festival 1 Regional  Small county 
Local government (host, operation)  
Outsourced one professional team or 
company  (operation, not local) 
Festival 2 Regional  
Capital city of 
province  
Private company (host, in charge, not local) 
Local government controlled company 
(partnership, local) 
Outsourced multiple professional teams or 
companies (operation, some local) 
Festival 3 Regional  
Capital city of 
province 
Private company A (main body, local) 
Private company B (partnership, local) 
Private company C (partnership, local) 
Outsourced multiple professional teams or 
companies  (operation, some local) 
Festival 4 Regional  
Capital city of 
province 
City-level government owned company A 
(operation, local) 
Province-level government owned company 
B (operation, local) 
Festival 5 National  
Mega modern 
city 
Private company (not local) 
Outsourced professional team (operation, 
local) 
Festival 6 National  
Mega  modern 
city 
Private company (local)  
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Table 2 Summary of main methods used in the six case studies 
Main methods 
Number 
of 
Interviews 
Direct 
observation 
Participant 
observation 
Online group 
discussion 
observation 
Weibo 
observation 
Festival 1  22 9 days 9 days None 
8 
participants 
Festival 2 
33 7 days 7 days None 
6 
participants 
Festival 3  16 3 days 3 days None None 
Festival 4  
13 3 days 3 days 5 months 
8 
participants 
Festival 5  22 3 days 3 days None None 
Festival 6  22 3 days 3 days 1 month None 
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Table 3 Profile of interviewees   
Music festival 
Number of 
interviews 
Org staff 
(High-medium 
level) 
Org staff 
(Low 
level) 
Partners/
Suppliers 
Volunteers  
1 22 7 8 3 4 
2 33 4 14 0 15 
3 16 1 3 1 11 
4 13 0 1 0 12 
5 22 2 0 2 18 
6 22 6 2 1 13 
Total  128 20 28 7 73 
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Table 4 Overview of the 11 innovations identified 
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Music 
festival  
Innovation Category Actors involved  Key features 
1 
I-mart 
A market 
designed for 
traders to sell 
handmade or 
original 
products 
Product 
 Government 
 Festival director 
 Logistic staff 
 I-mart manager 
 I-mart manager assistant 
 I-mart junior staff 
 I-mart volunteers 
 I-mart traders 
 Unauthorised traders 
 Institutional support 
 Government support 
 Knowledge intensive 
 Volunteer 
management 
 Multiple party 
cooperation 
2 
Campsite 
Unusual in 
Chinese 
festivals 
 
Product 
 Campsite director 
 Campsite supervisor 
 Campsite staff 
 Campsite security 
 Campsite volunteers 
 Campsite volunteer 
supervisor 
 Institutional support 
 Knowledge intensive  
 Staff management 
Festival 
representatives 
Similar to 
holiday camp 
representatives 
and new in 
China 
 
Process 
 Director 
 Managers 
 Supervisor 
 Festival ‘angels’  
 Volunteer 
management 
3 
Secondary 
stage 
New to the 
festival 
 
Product 
 Stage director 
 Stage director assistants 
 Stage manager 
 Stage supervisor 
 Stage volunteers 
 Performers/artists 
 Volunteers manager 
 Other volunteers 
 Other stage staff 
 Multiple party 
cooperation 
 Resources 
insufficient 
 Volunteer 
management 
Artists signing 
autographs and 
album selling 
New to the 
festival 
Product 
 Sector volunteers 
 Other volunteers 
 Stage staff 
 Resources 
insufficient 
 Volunteer 
management 
 Communication  
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Photography 
team to record 
live scenes  the 
festival  
New to the 
festival 
Process 
 Photography team 
manager 
 Photography team 
volunteers 
 Other volunteers 
 Stage staff 
 Festival-goers 
 Volunteers manager 
 Resources 
insufficient 
 Communication  
4 
Recycling and 
green 
messenger 
team 
To promote the 
idea of 
environment 
protection and 
ensure the 
cleanness of 
the festival site 
 
Process 
 Volunteers manager 
(Organisation A) 
 Recycling and green 
messenger volunteers 
(Organisation A) 
 Other volunteers 
(Organisation A) 
 Organisation B staff 
 Volunteers (Organisation 
B) 
 Multiple parties 
cooperation 
 Resources 
insufficient 
 Communication  
Photography 
team 
To record the 
live scene of 
the festival 
New to the 
festival 
Process 
 Volunteers manager 
(Organisation A) 
 Photography team 
volunteers (Organisation 
A) 
 Other volunteers 
(Organisation A) 
 Organisation B staff 
 Volunteers (Organisation 
B) 
 Communication  
5 
Complaint 
center  
New to the 
festival 
Process 
 Centre managers 
 Centre volunteers 
 Other festival 
organisation staff 
 Venue staff 
 Multiple parties 
cooperation 
 Resources 
insufficient 
Volunteer 
management 
Managerial/ 
 Volunteer managers 
(Volunteer management 
 Multiple parties 
cooperation 
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First time of 
outsourcing 
volunteer 
management to 
an external 
organisation 
organisational organisation) 
 Volunteer team leaders 
(Volunteer management 
organisation) 
 Volunteers 
 Music festival 
organisation staff 
 Music festival 
organisation’s own 
volunteers 
 Knowledge intensive 
 
6 
Campsite   
Unusual in 
Chinese 
festivals 
Product 
 Campsite director 
 Campsite staff 
 Campsite volunteers 
 Festival organisation 
staff 
 Government  
 Institutional support 
 Knowledge intensive 
 Volunteer 
management 
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Table 5 Summary of the implementation outcomes  
Innovation implementation 
outcome 
Innovation (music festival case number) Relationships* 
Satisfied stakeholder and 
efficient process 
Complaint center (case five) HF 
Satisfied stakeholder and 
inefficient process 
Photography team (case four) HF,CD 
Dissatisfied stakeholder and 
minor consequence 
Festival representatives (case two) HF,CD 
Secondary stage (case three) HF,HD,CD 
Artists signing autographs and album selling 
(case three) 
HF,CD 
Photography team (case three) HF,HD 
Recycling and green messenger team (case 
four) 
HF,CD 
Volunteer management (case five) HF,HD,CD 
Dissatisfied stakeholder and 
major consequence 
I-mart (case one)  HF,HD,CD,CF 
Campsite (case two)  HF,CD 
Campsite (case six)  HF,HD 
 
*Relationships: HF=harmonious-functional, HD =harmonious-dysfunctional, CD =conflicting-
dysfunctional, CF =conflicting-functional.  These are discussed later in the paper. 
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Figure 3 The role and influence of relationships on the implementation of innovation within 
the context of modern Chinese music festivals  
 
 
 
 
Source: authors 
 
 
